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Prologue 

“We're losing him!” someone shouted. 

Leo Gorgan stood in the corner of the operating 

room, away from the frantic activity, wondering who the 
unlucky soul was on the operating table. A team of nurses 
and doctors issued orders as they worked to stop the 
incessant bleeding pouring from a gaping hole in the 
man’s stomach. 

It took Leo several moments to realize the patient 

looked familiar. /’m dying. He knew the truth even before 
one of the nurses announced they'd lost a heartbeat. 
“No!” Leo screamed, trying to get the doctor’s 

attention. “I’m right here!” 

He noticed a man peering into the operating room 

from outside the door. He rushed over and stared into the 


eyes of the stranger. “Please help me,” he begged. “Tell 


them | want to live.” 

The stranger through the window vanished, but 
before he did, he pointed toward Leo’s body. Was he 
trying to tell Leo something? 

“Paddles,” the doctor ordered, ignoring Leo’s 
presence behind him. 

Leo gave up on attracting attention and spoke directly 
into the ear of his shell of a body. “Fight, dammit! You 
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have so much to live for. Your destiny isn’t to die at the 
hands of some thug in a ski mask.” 

His body jumped as the first electrical charge was 
delivered. 

“Come on,” the doctor urged. 

Suddenly drawn toward the still form on the table, 

Leo smiled. He’d live another day. 
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Chapter One 


Dressed in a set of borrowed scrubs, Leo let himself 


into his penthouse with a key obtained from the security 
desk. The modern condominium looked exactly like it had 
when he'd left it almost three weeks earlier. 

Leo walked past his fourteen-thousand-dollar 

sectional to look out the window at his ten-million-dollar 
view. The city no longer held him enthralled with its 
beauty. Instead, Leo focused on the cold gray buildings 
reaching for the sky. Millions of people lived on 
Manhattan Island and not one of them cared enough to 
visit him in the hospital. 

Over the years, Leo had made more than a handful of 
people wealthy beyond their own imaginations, yet not 
one bouquet of flowers had decorated his sterile room. 
His nurse had shown him the article in the New York Post 
on the violent mugging that had nearly taken Leo’s life. 
Yes, they all knew, but couldn’t be bothered to inquire on 
his well-being. 

Leo picked up the remote control and lowered the 

blinds on the wall of windows, unable to look at the city 


another moment. He didn’t blame his extended family for 


their lack of compassion. It had been Leo’s choice to cut 
all ties with them years earlier. It was the people who had 
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sought his favors in the name of friendship that he 
couldn’t get off his mind. 

With a shake of his head, Leo walked into the kitchen 

and opened the refrigerator. Nothing but condiments, a 
bottle of champagne and something green that he doubted 
was originally that particular color. Of course there would 
be nothing to eat. He’d spent every evening for the last 
seventeen years either at work or out with clients and the 
so-called friends who hadn’t bothered to check in on him. 
Rolling his eyes, Leo looked around for the tiny 

violin he knew was playing somewhere in the condo. 
“Poor me, poor me,” he whined, mocking himself. His 
momentary break with sanity sent Leo into a fit of 
giggles, scaring him even more. Hell, he hadn’t giggled 
since he was ten and even then he would’ve vehemently 


denied it. 


Leo slammed the fridge door shut and started out of 
the kitchen. “There’s nothing here,” he growled to the 
empty room. As soon as the statement was out of his 
mouth, Leo stopped in his tracks. 
He stuck his hand under his shirt and ran a fingertip 
over the jagged, twelve-inch wound. The fucker waiting 
outside of his building had managed to take Leo’s wallet 
and watch, but standing in the middle of the living room, 
he realized the thug had taken much more. Staring at the 
window blinds, closed for the first time in years, Leo 
knew he’d lost the city he’d loved. 

eK 
Leo rubbed his jaw as he stepped up into his brand 
new home. Geeze, all he needed was a wife, two kids and 
a dog. Too bad he’d rather eat the dog than have a wife— 
and he loved dogs. 
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“Is everything to your specifications?” Rick, the 


salesman, asked. 


Leo glanced at the interior of the motorhome— 

kitchen, bed, small living room and driver's seat. “Yes, 
looks like everything a man could need for a year out on 
the road.” 

“Bring it back in good condition and we'll be happy 

to make you a good deal on a buy-back.” 

Nerves began to get the better of him. What the hell 

am | doing? A year away from the emptiness he suddenly 
found in the city seemed like such a good idea two weeks 
earlier when he’d set the plan in motion. Of course he’d 
been high as a kite on pain medicine at the time, but it had 
seemed like a damn good idea. “I appreciate you driving 
it out of the city for me,” he told the man. 

“No problem. All part of the service.” Rick handed 

Leo the keys. 

After Rick left, Leo took some time familiarizing 

himself with his new home. The queen-size bed in the 
back seemed comfortable enough, although there wasn’t 
much room to walk around, even with the slide-out. 


Leo walked back to the main room of the motorhome 


and sat on the brown leather sofa. He supposed he was 
waiting for some kind of devine sign telling him he was 
doing the right thing. It would have been nice if he’d had 
a friend to reach out to, but that was part of the problem. 
At the age of forty-two, Leo had absolutely nothing 

to show for his life but a stack of money in the bank, a 
penthouse condominium and a list of past lovers who 
probably didn’t even remember his name. Charming. 

The ringing of his cell phone brought Leo out of his 

pity party. “Hello?” he answered. 
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“Hey, Leo, it’s Ron.” 

Leo perked up. He’d been wrong. One of his ex- 

lovers did remember his name. “Hi, Ron.” 

“Listen, | was having lunch with Phil and he told me 

you were leaving town.” 

Ask me to stay, he silently begged. “Yeah. After the 
mugging, | decided a break from the city might be a good 


idea.” 


“Sure, sure, | can understand that. | was wondering if 
you were planning to sell your penthouse? You know | 
always loved the views,” Ron said around a chuckle. 
Leo’s hopes deflated. It wasn’t him Ron was 
interested in, it was the damn penthouse. “No, right now | 
don’t plan to sell it.” 
“Well, keep my number handy in case you change 
your mind.” 
Leo took a deep breath. It was imperative he keep the 
disappointment out of his tone. “Sure.” 
“Okay, well, good luck,” Ron said before ending the 
call. 
Leo tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. “Is 
that it? Was that your way of telling me I’m doing the 
right thing?” He nodded. “Message received.” 

KKK K 
William Borsoiv, better known as Tank to his family 
and friends, loaded another bale of hay into the back of 
his pickup. Although he only received seven bucks a bale, 


the extra thirty-five dollars would pay for his groceries for 


the week. He was luckier than most. With a cellar stocked 
with vegetables he’d canned the previous fall, and a 
freezer full of venison, he could ride out the rest of the 
winter. 
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Tank climbed behind the steering wheel and drove 

the short distance to the house. He left the truck running 
as he unlatched the cellar door. After descending the steep 
steps, he began to load jars of tomatoes, green beans, 
carrots and pickled beets into an old wooden crate. It 
wasn’t much, but he had no doubt they were needed. 

The drive into the small town of Destiny, lowa, 

always made Tank’s troubles seem non-existent. He 
slowed to a stop when he spotted Frank Grimes erecting a 
large For Sale by Owner sign in front of his family’s 

ranch. “Hey, Frank,” he greeted. 

“Tank,” Frank returned. 

Tank doubted there was anything to say that would 


lift Frank’s spirits. “I haven’t seen the boys lately. How’re 


they doing?” 

“Growing like weeds.” Frank turned away from the 

sign and leaned against the door of the truck. 

Life hadn’t been easy for Frank since his wife, Ellen, 
passed away two years earlier. Tank glanced at the crate 
of vegetables in the seat next to him. He’d planned on 
dropping the food at the depository in town, but it looked 
like Frank could use the gift. “I brought Brody some more 
of those pickled beets he likes so much. Tell him I’m 
sorry, but I’m out of the bread and butter pickles, but | 
made up for it with some of his other favorites.” 

Frank stared at Tank for several moments before 

opening the passenger door. “You’re good to that boy.” 
“Yeah, well, he’s a good kid. Besides, l'Il need his 

help again in a few months with planting, so I’m trying to 
stay on his good side. Can’t have him going to work for 
old man Baker instead.” 
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Frank hoisted the box into his arms. “I appreciate 


this.” 

Tank shook his head. “It’s just me at home since Dad 
died, and Lord knows | can’t eat everything | put up last 
year.” 

“Thanks.” Frank bumped his hip against the door to 
Shut it. “l'Il make sure Brody’s ready when you need 
him.” 

“Sounds good.” Tank put the truck in gear. “I’d better 

get to work.” 

Frank stepped back. “Have a good day.” 

“Oh, | plan on it.” Tank drove away with a heavy 

heart. Three years of unpredictable weather and ruined 
crops had left many farmers without the cash reserves 
they needed to keep their operations afloat. The damn 
state of the economy didn’t help matters either. 

Tank slowed the truck as he entered Destiny. He 

waved as he passed people on Main Street whether he 
recognized them or not. Every now and then the nearby 
interstate would bring travelers into town for gas or lunch. 


It didn’t matter to him if the people were coming or 


going, a friendly gesture didn’t cost a dime. 

He eased the pickup down the narrow alley behind 
McCurdy’s Hardware Store and parked beside the storage 
shed. After honking his horn, Tank grabbed his leather 
work gloves and climbed out of the truck. 

“Morning, Tank,” lan McCurdy greeted. 

“Morning.” He lowered the tailgate. “I brought ya 

five bales. Wish | could spare more, but Buttercup’s 
starting to worry that I’m putting her on a diet as it is.” 
11 

Building Sandcastles 

lan chuckled as he unlocked the shed. “Spring’Il be 

here before you know it, and Buttercup can have all the 
green grass she can eat.” 

“That’s what | keep telling her, but for some reason | 
don’t think she believes me.” Tank grabbed a bale of hay 
and easily carried it to the shed. Sometimes he felt guilty 
for taking more money for the hay than lan sold it for, but 
his employer had assured him they were all doing their 


part to help each other through the hard times. 


One by one Tank stacked the hay in the corner of the 
shed. The bales would undoubtedly be purchased by the 
Foster’s, a family of eight on the outskirts of town. With 
three goats the family used for milk, and the grass in their 
yard not enough to sustain them in winter, the hay was a 
necessity. Tank had offered to give them a couple of 
bales, but George Foster had turned him down flat. 
Shortly after, lan had come up with the idea of stocking 
hay in the store to sell to the customers. 

Tank doubted George knew lan was taking a loss, but 
Tank sure as shit wasn’t going to tell him. “That’s it,” 
Tank said, shutting the shed door. “l'Il go park and be in 
Shortly.” 

After parking the truck closer to the building, Tank 
shoved his work gloves into the back pocket of Levi’s and 
reached for the tan apron he wore to protect his clothes. 
He entered through the back door, hung up his coat and 
stopped to wash his hands in the one and only restroom. 
As he dried his hands, he reminded himself to stay late 


one evening and paint the small room. 


“Tank,” lan called from the front of the store. 

“Yeah.” Tank tossed the paper towel into the trashcan 
before going to see what his boss needed. 
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“Do me a favor and take this up to your momma?” 

lan handed Tank a four-pack of light bulbs. 

“Sure thing.” Tank made his way to the staircase that 
led to the apartment above the store. He’d started working 
at McCurdy’s when he was a junior in high school. He’d 
had no idea at the time lan would eventually become his 
stepdad, but Tank had always been cool with it. Tanks 
parents had divorced when he was still in high school, so 
it wasn’t like lan broke up a family or anything. 

Tank knocked twice before entering the apartment. 
“Momma? | brought your light bulbs up.” 

Evelyn McCurdy walked into the room. Although she 

was quickly approaching sixty, she was still as pretty as 
she was in her senior picture. Tank bent and gave her a 


quick kiss on the cheek. “Which one needs replacing?” 


“The one in the kitchen.” Evelyn gently pulled on 

Tank’s beard. “When’re you gonna shave this off? 

You’ve got such a handsome face. It’s a shame to hide it 
behind all this black hair.” 

It was the same argument he’d heard since growing 

the beard nearly five years earlier. He didn’t have the 
damn thing all year, just in the winter. “Keeps me warm.” 
Tank walked into the adjacent kitchen and reached up 

to unscrew the lighting fixture. At six-foot-five, there was 
no need to use a chair, something his momma had always 
told him came in handy. 

“You seeing anyone?” Evelyn asked, taking the burnt 

out bulb and handing Tank a new one. 

He glanced at his mom and shook his head. She knew 
better than to ask, but she continued to do it anyway. “Not 
since Dave left. You know that.” 
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“It’s such a shame. | worry about you living out in 


the middle of nowhere by yourself.” 


“I wouldn’t call ten miles the middle of nowhere, 

Momma. Besides, the pickins are pretty slim around 
here.” Despite living in a small town, his mom had always 
been accepting of his sexuality. He’d gone through some 
rough patches with some of the folks in town when he’d 
started dating Dave, but that hadn’t lasted long. Just about 
the time everyone had learned to accept Tank’s 
relationship, the one and only manufacturing plant in 
town had shut down. 

Dave hadn’t been the only one out of a job. Hell, half 

the town had worked at Brewer Manufacturing. When the 
economy started going south, the demand for recreational 
vehicles went with it. People simply couldn’t justify 
spending money on three and four wheelers when they 
could barely pay for necessities. 

As much as Tank missed Dave, he’d understood 

when Dave had taken another job out of state. They’d 
tried the long distance thing for about six months before 
coming to the conclusion it simply wasn’t worth it. 


Maybe if they’d had more time to get to know each other 


before the axe had fallen on the plant. Who knows. Tank 
tried not to think about it, chalking it up to a life 
experience and telling himself he was happy he’d had it. 
“I went to the council meeting last night. Spring 
clean-up is the weekend of the twenty-eighth,” Evelyn 
informed him. 

“I'll write it on the calendar.” Twice a year, the 

residents of Destiny came together to help the city with 
maintenance on the park, school and baseball fields on 
Saturday before turning their attention to the town’s 
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elderly on Sunday. Tank usually got stuck painting, but he 
didn’t mind as long as there was someone around to talk 
to. The weekend usually ended with a big potluck dinner 
and dance on Sunday evening. 

“I can taste Mrs. Campbell’s cherry pie already,” 

Tank remarked. 

“Oh, no, you haven’t heard? Ginny fell last week and 


hurt her back.” 


Tank lowered his arms after reattaching the light 

fixture. “No, | didn’t know that. Why didn’t anyone tell 
me?” 

Evelyn shrugged. “I’m sorry. | figured lan would’ve 

said something. She’s at home now, but she’s pretty much 
bedridden for a while.” 

Tank made a mental note to stop by and see if his old 
elementary teacher needed anything. “I’d better get back 
downstairs.” He kissed his momma on the cheek. “See ya 
later.” 

“Okay, baby, thanks for changing the bulb.” 

On his way down the steps, Tank heard the brass bell 
hooked to the front door ring. From the sounds coming 
from under the stairs, it was obvious lan was busy 
searching for something in the storeroom. “lII get it,” he 
called to his stepdad. 

Tank rounded the corner and came face to face with a 
man he’d never seen before. The first thing he noticed 
was the man’s unusual dark red hair. There weren’t too 


many redheads in town, and never had Tank seen the 


man’s particular color. “Can | help you?” 

With his hands shoved into the front pockets of his 

khaki pants, the man spun away from the bulletin board to 
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look up at Tank. After a short moment of silence, the 
handsome man finally spoke, “I think | need a plumber.” 
The stranger’s eyes captured Tank’s attention. Had 

he ever seen such a true shade of gray before? It took him 
several moments to gather himself. “Okay, well, let’s go 
over to the desk. We keep all kinds of business cards on 
file.” 

Tank led the way to the wide front counter. He was 

sure the store had been built around the solid hunk of 
wood because there was no way it would have fit through 
the door. He pulled out the rusty green recipe box and 
started searching. There were several plumbers in town, 
and Tank could have easily written their information 

down, but he’d much rather spend as much time as 


possible with the handsome man. While he pretended to 


thumb through the cards, Tank let his curiosity get the 
better of him. “You new in town?” 

“Just passing through. The kitchen sink faucet in my 
motorhome is leaking and it’s driving me crazy. Seemed 
like a nice town, so | thought I'd finally stop somewhere 
long enough to have it fixed.” The man held out his hand. 
“I’m Leo, by the way.” 

Tank returned the gesture. “Nice to meet you, Leo. 

I’m William, but everyone calls me Tank.” 

Leo’s eyebrows drew together. “A veteran?” 

Tank shook his head. “Linebacker.” He smiled and 
gestured towards his larger than average stature. “My first 
football coach tagged me with it, and | guess it stuck.” 
Leo’s gaze traveled up and down Tank’s entire body 
twice. “Yeah, I’d say the name fits.” 

Tank tried to hide his embarrassment by 

concentrating on the box of business cards. “Here’s one, 
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but...” Did he dare tell Leo he didn’t trust Jack Prentist? 


Tank set the card down on the counter. “Maybe all you 
need is a washer on that faucet. It'd be a shame to pay 
someone for something that you could easily fix 
yourself.” 

“I’m not even sure what a washer is, so it’s not like | 
could actually fix it myself,” Leo said, his cheeks turning 
pink. 

Tank glanced up and easily spotted the large 
motorhome parked in front of the store. “You mind if | 
take a look?” 

Leo’s eyes rounded. “You'd do that?” 

“Sure. It’s not like we’re busy today.” He bent over 

and grabbed the small toolbox lan kept behind the 
counter. “Let me tell my boss.” 

Tank walked to the storage room. “I'll be out front of 
the store helping a fella with a sink faucet if you need 
me.” 
“Okay,” lan answered, half of a Twinkie in his hand. 
Tank grinned. “Now | know where your stash is.” 


“Guess I'd better hide it again.” 


Tank chuckled and walked back out to the front of 

the store. “All set.” He followed Leo out to the 
motorhome. 

Leo unlocked the door and climbed in, giving Tank a 
perfect view of his ass. Holy shit! Tank wanted to sink to 
his knees and bury his face in that ass. 

With a glance over his shoulder, Leo caught Tank 

staring and grinned. 

Tank almost fell backwards down the steps. Any 

straight man who caught another man checking him out 
would be ready for a fight, but Leo actually seemed to 
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like it. Was it possible another like-minded individual had 
come to town? The fact that the individual was one of the 
cutest guys Tank had ever laid eyes on didn’t hurt either. 
“Sorry,” he mumbled. 

“Don’t be.” Leo leaned against the granite countertop 

in the small kitchen. “Here’s my problem.” 


Tank looked for somewhere to set the toolbox. The 


countertops would probably scratch and the carpet still 
looked brand new. “You have a rug or a towel or 
something | could set this on?” 

Leo opened a small closet and pulled out a white 

towel. “Here you go,” he said, bending over to spread it 
out on the floor. 

Tank was thankful his apron was long enough to 

cover his body’s reaction to Leo’s action. “Thanks.” 
Instead of standing back, Leo jumped up and sat on 

the counter beside the sink. “You really think it’s a 
washer?” 

Tank studied the drip before picking up a pair of 

pliers. “I’m sure of it.” It didn’t take long to take the head 
off the faucet. He fished out the small black washer and 
held it out on the tip of his finger. “Yep. See, the edges 
should all be smooth, this one has a chunk out of it.” 
“How’s that possible? This thing’s only two months 
old.” 

Tank shrugged and flicked the washer into the 


trashcan under the sink. “Probably just a manufacturing 


defect.” He took the paper towel Leo held out. “Thanks.” 
He dried his hands, taking his time. “Il Suppose as soon as 
| get you fixed up, you’ll be heading back out of town.” 
Leo shrugged. “I’ve got nowhere to be. Why? You 

have something in mind?” 
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Tank couldn’t explain the draw between the two of 

them but it was obvious he wasn’t the only one who felt 
it. “Dinner?” 

Leo spread his legs further apart until his thigh 

brushed Tank’s. “Please tell me you don’t have a wife 
who'll be cooking that dinner?” 

Tank reached down and rested his hand on Leo’s 

thigh. “No wife.” 

Leo smiled before running his finger along the back 

of Tank’s hand. “Can I ask you a favor?” 

“Sure.” 

“I’ve never kissed a man with a beard before.” 


Tank moved enough to insinuate himself between 


Leo’s spread thighs. “I’ve never kissed someone | just 
met before, so we’re even.” 

“Not yet.” Leo threaded his fingers through Tank’s 
Shaggy black hair, pulling his head in for a kiss. 

The first brush of Leo’s soft lips sent Tank’s body 

into overdrive. He reached out and wrapped his arms 
around Leo, bringing him closer to the edge of the counter 
and closer to Tank’s rigid cock. 

“Mmm,” Leo moaned as he accepted Tank’s tongue. 
Tank thoroughly plundered Leo’s mouth as he 

ground the hard ridge of his cock against Leo’s. God, had 
it been so long since he’d held a man that he couldn’t 
control himself? 

Tank stilled his hips as he broke the kiss. He took a 

step back and wiped his mouth. “Sorry.” He brushed 
Leo’s red chin with his fingers. 

Leo licked his lips. “Was that just a tease or do you 

plan on following through with what you’ve started?” 
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Relieved that he hadn’t pushed Leo too far, Tank 

smiled. “Consider it an appetizer.” He started toward the 
door. “I’d better get that washer and get you fixed up 
before lan comes looking for me.” 

Leo pulled a wallet out of his back pocket. “How 

much do I owe you?” 

“A buck thirty-two for the washer. Labor’s on me.” 

Tank took the two dollar bills Leo held out. “Be right 
back.” 

As he made his way back to the store, Tank doubted 

his feet were even touching the ground. Never had he 
connected so quickly to another human being. The 
prospect was both frightening and exhilarating. 
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As requested, Leo met Tank in the parking lot of the 
town’s grocery store. He’d offered to pick up the needed 
supplies for dinner before Tank got off work, but Tank 
had refused the offer. 


Watching Tank cross the distance between them, Leo 


couldn’t shake the feeling he’d seen Tank before. The 
moment Leo laid eyes on Tank, he felt an instant 
connection, something he’d never felt with another man. 
“Hey,” Tank greeted Leo with a quick kiss. 

Leo glanced around, surprised at the public display of 
affection. There were a few people around, but not one of 
them bent to pick up a stone to throw at them. 

Beside him, Tank chuckled. “Relax. The town may 

be small, but they’ve gotten used to me.” 

Although he’d just met Tank, the remark felt like a 

quick punch in the gut. “So, you do this kind of thing all 
the time?” 

“No!” Tank shook his head. “I had a boyfriend a 

couple of years ago. They did all their staring then.” He 
bent to whisper in Leo’s ear. “They like to think they’re 
very cosmopolitan now. Shhh, don’t tell them that 
accepting us just makes them better people.” 
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Leo smiled up at Tank. “It’s nice that you can be 


yourself here. | was worried. You read a lot about 
intolerance in small towns.” 

Tank pulled a cart out of the rack and headed toward 

the produce aisle. “Oh, | didn’t say everyone accepted me, 
but I like to think I’ve proven myself enough in most 
people’s eyes.” 

Leo followed Tank around the store. It amused him 

the way Tank nodded and spoke briefly to others as he 
passed them. “Is this a thing around here? | had three 
people wave at me today. The first time it happened, | 
spun around, thinking there was someone behind me. By 
the time | realized they were waving at me, they were 
already gone.” 

Tank pulled two roasted chickens out of the warmer 

and put them in the cart. “Another perk of small-town 
living. You’ll get used to it.” 

Leo doubted he’d be in town long enough to become 
accustomed to complete strangers wishing him a good 
day. His attraction to Tank was undeniable, but he had to 


go back to New York at some point, and he still had half a 


country to see. 

“I think that does it,” Tank remarked, heading for the 
checkout counter. 

“Here, use this.” Leo held out a hundred-dollar bill. 
Tank shook his head. “Thanks, but | got it.” 

It wasn’t often that Leo offered someone money, so 

he wasn’t sure how to react at the rejection. He squeezed 
by Tank and took up position at the end of the counter, 
ready to bag the items after they were scanned. 
“Excuse me, sir,” a teenager with acne said. 
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Leo stepped aside and watched the young man 
efficiently place the items into the reusable sacks Tank 
brought with him. 

“These go in a separate sack,” Tank told the cashier, 
indicating the break in the line of groceries. 

Leo had no idea what the difference was, but didn’t 
want to make a fool of himself by asking in front of the 


cashier and sack boy. He glanced back at the teenager 


once again. The boy had to know Tank was gay, yet he 
looked at the bigger man with a combination of 
friendliness and hero worship. 

“Thanks, Sharon,” Tank said, taking his change. He 
watched as the last of the groceries were put into bags. 
“You playing baseball in the spring, Carl?” 

“Yes, sir. Coach Wilton thinks it'll be a good way to 

keep me in shape for football.” 

“He’s right, but then again, Coach is always right.” 

He slapped Carl on the back before leaving the checkout 
counter. 

Leo followed Tank out of the store. “Why the two 
different bags?” 

Tank stopped at his truck and began unloading the 

cart. “I need to make a quick stop on the way home. Hope 
you don’t mind. It shouldn’t take but a minute.” 

Leo placed three sacks in the back of Tank’s truck. 
“Seems like a lot of groceries for no more than you paid.” 
“Guess you just have to make wise decisions.” Tank 


held up a box of Twinkies. “My one and only splurge 


every shopping trip. As long as | give myself permission 

to buy a box of these, | can stick tight to the rest of the list 
without being tempted to add to it.” 
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Indulging himself with everything he desired had 

become a way of life for Leo. Of course, it hadn’t always 
been that way. He’d grown up in the Bronx, one of four 
sons. His father had been a diehard fisherman until he 
died of a heart attack when Leo was barely fifteen. The 
money coming into the household sucked, but Leo’s 
father refused to take another job, claiming he was born to 
work on a boat. 

Leo’s three older brothers had carried on in their 

father’s footsteps, knowing what kind of life they would 

be able to eke out of the ocean. It hadn’t made sense to 
Leo. He was determined to go to college and make 
something of himself, and he had. 

“You still with me?” Tank asked, interrupting Leo’s 


thoughts. 


“I’m sorry, what did you say?” 

“I asked if you wanted to just ride with me.” 

Leo glanced at the expensive motorhome. “I'd rather 
follow you. I’d hate to leave it out here all night.” 

Tank gave Leo another of those quick, but deadly, 
kisses. “I like the sound of all night.” He opened the 
driver’s door. “Let’s go.” 

kkk 

Tank pulled into Mrs. Campbell’s driveway. He 

retrieved the three plastic sacks from the bed of his truck 
and held them up for Leo to see. “Be right back,” he 
called. 

Leo nodded. 

Tank walked up the steps and knocked on the door. 

He knew Mrs. Campbell was still bedridden, but her 
niece, Bobbi, was supposed to be staying with her while 
she recuperated. 
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“Hey, stranger,” Bobbi said, opening the door. 


“| brought a few things by,” Tank informed her. 

Bobbi stepped back and held the door for him. 
“Thanks.” She took the bags . “Aunt Helen’s awake if 
you'd like to step in and say hi.” 

“I’d appreciate that, but | can’t stay long.” Tank 

wiped his feet on the throw rug just inside the door before 
walking down the hall. Although the door was partially 
open, he didn’t feel right about just walking in on her. 
“Mrs. Campbell? It’s William.” His third grade teacher 
was one of the few in town who refused to call him by 
anything but his given name. 

“Come in, William.” 

He stepped into the room. “I thought I’d stop by and 
see how you're feeling. | apologize for not coming by 
sooner, but Mamma just told me today about your fall.” 
The elderly woman’s cloudy eyes lit up. “I’m feeling 
much better, thank you. | was very lucky | didn’t break 
something.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Tank agreed. He gestured toward the 


front bedroom window. “I noticed your gutters are 


starting to sag over in this corner of the house. I’d be 
happy to stop back by this weekend and fix that for you.” 
“You don’t have to do that. l'Il ask Jimmy to take 

care of it.” 

Tank’s heart sank. Jimmy had left Destiny over forty 
years ago, and to Tank’s knowledge, had never been back. 
“He’s probably busy. | don’t mind. It’ll give me 

something to do.” 

Mrs. Campbell smiled. “Thank you for thinking 

about Jimmy. He’s been very busy lately. So I’d 
appreciate it very much if you could take a look at them.” 
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“I'll be back Saturday morning then.” 

“Are you leaving so soon?” she asked when Tank 

turned to go. 

“Yes, ma'am. I’ve got a friend outside waiting for 

me, but we'll have a longer chat on Saturday.” 

“Is this a special friend?” Her thin eyebrows rose in 


question. 


“Yes, ma'am.” 

“Well, you should’ve brought him in so | could check 

him out.” 

“Maybe next time. Leo’s from the city, so he’s not 

used to the friendliness in Destiny yet.” Tank grinned. 
“But | plan to work on that real hard.” 

Although Tank still didn’t really know Leo, 

something told him to hold onto the man. It may take 
some convincing, but Leo had mentioned taking a year off 
to see the country. A man didn’t just up and abandon his 
life and home for a year unless there was nothing of 
importance in it. 

KK KK 

Leo followed Tank down the rutted driveway to a 

small house that had obviously seen better days. The barn 
just beyond the house looked to be in slightly better 
condition, but that wasn’t saying a hell of a lot. 

He parked the motorhome beside Tank’s truck and 

turned off the engine. Leo wondered if Tank would tell 


him who the woman was who had taken the groceries 


from him. They looked to be about the same age. He’d 
asked Tank if he was married, but he’d never thought to 
ask if Tank had ever been married. Leo found the 
possibility unsettling. 
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Getting out of the motorhome, Leo started for the bed 
of the truck. “Hang on, l'Il help.” 

“I’ve got them,” Tank answered. 

“How many acres do you have here?” Leo joined 

Tank on the sagging front porch. 

“Just under a hundred. Not really enough to farm 
fulltime, but enough to keep me happy.” 

Leo expected Tank to mention the condition of his 
house, but he hadn’t. Did he not realize houses were 
Supposed to be one color? The front of Tank’s house was 
painted white, while the side that Leo could see was a 
light yellow. 

Tank started to reach for the door, but stopped and 


backed up. “Mind getting the door?” 


“Not at all.” Leo held his hand out for the keys. 

“What?” Tank asked. 

“Keys?” 

“It’s not locked.” Tank looked at Leo like he was 

crazy for assuming such a thing. 

Leo turned the knob and the door sprang open as if 

the house sloped inward. He held the door and waited for 
Tank to enter before closing it. The interior of the home 
was remarkably better than the exterior, but the furniture 
looked like it had been purchased in the early eighties. 
Stop being such a damn snob, he berated himself. 

He followed Tank into the outdated but clean kitchen. 
“Mind if | ask who the groceries were for?” Leo asked 
before he chickened out. 

Tank paused in the process of unloading the bags. 

“Mrs. Campbell, my third grade teacher.” 
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“There’s no way in hell the woman who answered the 


door was your teacher. Did you have some kind of 


relationship with her?” Leo hated being lied to. 

Tank’s black eyebrows drew together. “Huh? The 

woman who answered the door was Bobbi, Mrs. 
Campbell’s niece.” His frown suddenly turned into a 
wicked grin. He eased across the kitchen and pressed 
against Leo. “You jealous?” 

“I just need to know where | stand. | know so little 

about you,” Leo confessed. He tried to calm his breathing, 
but there was something primal about the way Tank’s 
body made him feel. 

Tank took off his coat before pushing Leo’s coat 

from his shoulders. “You’re standing in my kitchen, and 
I’m using every ounce of willpower not to strip you naked 
and take you right here over the table.” He ran his tongue 
up the side of Leo’s face, stopping at his ear. “That’s 
exactly where you stand with me right now.” 

Leo’s hands went to the buttons on the front of 

Tank’s flannel shirt. He’d always dreamed about getting 
fucked by a lumberjack, and that’s exactly what Tank 


looked like. 


As Leo slipped the buttons through their holes, a 

thick patch of black chest hair was revealed. He couldn’t 
resist running his fingers through the dark curls. “I think 
you're every fantasy I’ve ever had.” He leaned in and 
swiped one of Tank’s nipples with his tongue. 

“I’m not anyone’s fantasy. I’m standing right here 

with you.” Tank tore off his shirt, giving Leo more skin to 
explore. 

Leo wasn’t a bit surprised to find a tight, muscled 
stomach hidden underneath the hair. Suddenly, the idea of 
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being fucked over the kitchen table was all he could think 
about. He went back to work, laving and sucking Tank’s 
nipples as his hands roamed to the front of Tank’s jeans. 
Fuck! It seemed he wasn’t the only one ready for further 
action. 

Tank pressed against Leo’s hands. “Touch me,” he 
moaned. 


Leo unbuttoned Tank’s jeans before carefully sliding 


down the zipper. He pushed his way inside the tight briefs 
to Tank’s hard cock. Wrapping his hand around its length, 
Leo was more than pleased that Tank’s larger than normal 
size extended to all parts of his body. 

Leo tilted his chin up, silently begging for a kiss. 

Tank answered his unspoken request and slammed his 
mouth down over Leo’s. He opened immediately, 

allowing Tank’s tongue free rein to do as it pleased. 

The cock in Leo’s hand hardened even further as 

Tank’s hips began to move back and forth. Without 
breaking their connection, Tank led Leo to the table and 
guided him to sit on the scarred wood surface. 

Tank’s hands went to work on Leo’s pants. Moments 

later, he broke the kiss and stared into Leo’s eyes. “Please 
tell me you want this?” 

“This and more,” Leo answered. He pushed Tank 

back far enough to stand. “Get naked,” he ordered, taking 
off his shoes. 

Tank stripped out of his clothes, dumping them into a 


pile beside the table. “I'll be right back.” 


Tank rushed out of the room, giving Leo a good look 

at his hard, hairy ass. Leo had never considered himself a 
bear lover, but fucking hell, Tank’s body turned him on. 
He kicked out of his khaki pants before adding them to 
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the pile. Gloriously naked, Leo lay back on the table and 
spit on his fingers. He used his own Saliva to probe his 
puckered hole, eventually sliding the tip of his middle 
finger inside. 

Since being away from the city, Leo had spent a fair 
amount of time jacking off and fucking himself with 
either his fingers or one of the three dildos he’d brought 
along. Never could he have imagined he would meet a 
man like Tank during his travels. 

A noise from the doorway caught Leo’s attention. His 
hand paused in the process of adding another finger to his 
stretching hole. 

With one hand on his erection and the other clutching 


a bottle of lube and strip of condoms, Tank’s expression 


was one of need. Leo removed his fingers, giving Tank a 
better view of his hole. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 
Tank neared the table, his gaze squarely on Leo’s ass. 

“I can honestly say that’s the best looking meal I’ve had 
on that table since my mom left.” 

As good as Tank’s beard felt against his face when 

they kissed, Leo couldn’t wait to feel the black hairs 
against the crack of his ass. He knew some men didn’t 
care to rim, but Leo hoped Tank wasn’t one of them. 
“You can dine on me anytime.” 

Tank moved a kitchen chair and sat himself between 
Leo’s spread thighs. He hooked his arms around Leo’s 
legs and pulled him closer until his ass hung over the edge 
of the table. 

The first swipe of tongue against Leo’s hole almost 

had him coming on the spot. He busied his hands by 
burying them in Tank’s thick, black hair. He guided 
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Tank’s head back and forth several times. “Need you to 


scratch my itch,” he explained. 

Tank grunted and tilted his head back enough to 
position the hair on his chin to rub against Leo’s hole. The 
pressure Tank applied was so perfect Leo moaned, 
“Tank.” 

Tank reached for the bottle of lube and squirted a 

good amount in his hand. As the first finger pushed its 
way inside, Tank ran his beard up over Leo’s balls to the 
base of his cock. 

“Ahhh. Fuck!” Leo shouted to the ceiling. 

When Tank’s scratchy beard lifted and his fingers 
slowed, Leo opened his eyes and looked down his body. 
Tank was staring at the long, jagged scar that ran across 
Leo’s stomach. 

“Keep going,” Leo urged, trying to push Tank’s head 
back down. 

With two fingers buried to the hilt inside of Leo, 

Tank pushed back his chair and stood. Bending over, 
Tank studied the scar for several seconds. “Is that the 


reason you left New York?” 


Leo turned his head to the side. “Partially,” he 

mumbled. 

Tank leaned closer and kissed the pink line. Leo 

didn’t have the heart to tell Tank the scar was completely 
numb of all feeling. The doctor told him there was a 
chance of the nerves reconnecting but not to count on it. 
“What happened?” Tank asked. 

Leo wanted to fuck not talk. He began to move 

against Tank’s fingers. “Please just fuck me.” 
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Tank continued to stare down at Leo while he rolled 

on acondom. His chest ached at the idea of someone 
hurting Leo. Had it been a lover? The thought threatened 
to deflate Tank’s cock. He gave himself a couple of 
pumps with his hand while rolling the condom down to 
the base. 

After adding more lube, Tank eased the head of his 

cock into Leo’s ass. Why did he feel the urge to track 


down whoever had damaged Leo’s perfect body? Tank 


shook his head as he pushed deeper. Never in his life had 
he felt as connected to another person, and he’d known 
Leo all of about twelve hours. 

With no sign of distress coming from his partner, 

Tank thrust in to the hilt. He braced his arms on the table 
on either side of Leo’s head and leaned down for a deep 
kiss. He figured he’d better warn Leo that it wouldn’t be 
his best performance. “I’m not going to last long,” he 
whispered against Leo’s lips. 

“We've got all night.” 

Tank winced. “Not quite. | still need to go out and 

feed the animals.” 
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Leo wrapped his legs around Tank. “I guess | could 

help you. At least it would make it go faster so we can get 
back to this.” 

Tank withdrew his cock before shoving back inside. 

“You ever feed chickens?” 


“No, but I’m a fairly intelligent person. I’m sure | can 


figure it out.” 

The thought of Leo helping with his domestic chores 
sent Tank’s body into overdrive. He began pistoning in 
and out of the tight ass at lightning speed. With each 
thrust the urge to protect Leo became even greater. What 
the hell was happening to him? 

Leo cried out as he jerked his cock to completion. He 
stared up at Tank as the last string of seed splashed onto 
the scar. 

Tank answered Leo’s climax with a string of curses 

as he shot volley after volley of come into the condom. 
His next thought surprised him even further. For some 
reason it felt wrong to be with Leo with the barrier of 
latex between them. Never in Tank’s adult life had he 
even considered fucking someone without protection. 
Hell, he’d been exclusive with Dave and never even 
wondered what it would be like to go bareback. 

The thought shook Tank to the core as he collapsed 

on top of Leo. “What’re you doing to me?” 


“| don’t know, but when you figure it out, clue me in 


because | feel the same way,” Leo panted. 

Tank scooped Leo off the table and into his arms. He 

sank to the floor with Leo still wrapped around him. His 
emotions were so close to the surface he could do nothing 
but hold Leo against him and bury his face against the 
nape of Leo’s neck. 
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Tank wasn’t naive enough to believe he’d found true 

love after only one day, but he’d found a connection that 
was so profound it threatened everything he’d come to 
believe he needed in life. “Tell me what happened in New 
York.” 

Leo was quiet for several moments. “I was mugged.” 

“Did they catch the guy?” 

“No.” 

“Is that why you left?” Maybe if Tank understood 

what made Leo run from his former life he’d have a better 
idea how to get him to stay in Destiny. 


“Not really. | guess it was a combination of things. 


The fact that no one bothered to visit me in the hospital 
was a huge wake-up Call.” 

“No one?” Tank couldn’t imagine such a thing. 

“Nope, not one person. | knew my family wouldn’t 
bother reaching out, but | thought I had at least a few 
friends who would care enough.” 

“What’s with you and your family? You have some 

kind of falling out?” Tank had always wanted a brother or 
sister. The idea of having them and not caring whether 
they lived or died didn’t make sense to him. 

“Yeah, but it was my fault. | just got tired of them 

always asking for money. | finally told them to forget 
about me, that | would never in a million years give them 
a penny of what I’d worked so hard to earn.” 

The statement didn’t sound like Leo. “Why were they 
asking you for money?” 

“Because | have it and they don’t.” Leo shrugged. 

“They followed in my father’s footsteps and became 
fishermen, knowing they would struggle to make ends 


meet for the rest of their lives.” 
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Tank lifted his head and pulled away from Leo under 

the guise of removing the filled condom. He tossed the 
rubber into the trash before pulling a dishcloth out of the 
drawer and running it under warm water. “I love farming 
more than breathing most days, but with the size of the 
place and the economy the way it is, | have to work at the 
hardware store just to get by.” 

Tank handed the dishcloth to Leo. “Il Suppose you 

think I’m a fool for doing that?” 

Leo got to his feet. “I didn’t say anything about you 
being a fool.” 

“Yeah, you kinda did.” Still naked, Tank turned his 

back on Leo and began to put the groceries away again. 
“Listen,” Leo said, moving to stand beside Tank. 

“You're nothing like my brothers. No way are you the 
type of person who would beg someone for money.” 
“You're right, | wouldn’t. But I’d give it without 


being asked if | had it and someone else didn’t.” Tank 


glanced at Leo. “That’s the kind of man my dad raised. 
You think Mrs. Campbell asked me to buy her groceries?” 
“Didn’t she?” 

“Hell no. | didn’t even tell her | brought them 

because | didn’t want to make her feel bad. It’s so much 
easier to offer help than to ask for it.” Tank folded up the 
reusable sacks and moved to put them into the pantry. He 
felt like his heart was breaking, which didn’t make a bit of 
sense. Leo didn’t owe him a damn thing. 

After doing all he could in the pantry to bide time, 

Tank shut the door and turned back to Leo. What could he 
say? 

Leo reached for his clothes and began putting them 

on. “I knew if | told you the truth about why | left New 
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York, you'd see me differently.” Leo shook out his pants 
before pulling them on. “I never claimed to be perfect.” 
“Perfect has nothing to do with it.” Tank reached for 


his jeans. “It’s my fault. | was building sandcastles with 


dirt.” Since he was a kid, Tank had pictured love as a 
sandcastle. Maybe it was because the tiny-grained 
structures were so easily toppled. Whatever it was, Tank 
didn’t want to build a future with someone unless the sand 
was packed carefully. He wanted the strongest structure 
love could build, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until he had 
it. 

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean!” Leo fired 

back. 

Tank shook his head. “Just that...” How did he 

explain something that didn’t even make sense to him? 
He wasn’t about to discuss the whole sandcastle analogy 
with Leo. “It’s stupid, | know, but | was starting to hope | 
could convince you to stick around. He zipped his jeans 
before reaching for his shirt. “I barely know you, but | felt 
something that | hadn’t experienced before. Guess | let 
my imagination run with it.” 

“It’s not stupid.” Leo walked over and rested his 

hands on Tank’s chest. “I felt it too, but you’re right, you 


don’t know me. You don’t know that | worked two jobs to 


put myself through college, or that | slept in my office for 
the first two years | opened my own business. So there’s 
no way you could know that | watched my brothers sit on 
their asses every single winter because they couldn’t fish 
instead of going out and getting a fucking job. You’re 
right, you don’t know me.” 

Tank placed his hands on Leo’s hips and rested his 

chin against the top of Leo’s head. “I’m sorry that | 
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jumped to conclusions about your relationship with your 
brothers.” 

“Maybe | just don’t know how to give,” Leo 

mumbled. “Hell, nothing was ever given to me.” 

Tank wanted so much to take Leo’s words and run 

with them, but he needed to hold back a little. It wouldn’t 
do him any good to get sucked into the dream of a future 
again until he thoroughly believed Leo would not only 


stick around for a while, but be able to fit into his life. 


KKK 


While Tank was at work, Leo had very little to do. 

On the tenth day, he got so bored he decided to walk out 
to the barn and check on Tank’s horse, Buttercup. “Hey, 
girl,” he greeted, producing a carrot from his pocket. 

On their first night together, he’d asked Tank why he 
didn’t have any cattle. He’d been surprised when Tank 
informed him he became too emotionally involved with 
the animals he took care of to ever consider eating them. 
Now that Leo knew Tank a little better, the answer didn’t 
Surprise him. 

How many times had he seen Tank go out of his way 

to help someone? In the short period he’d been in town, 
Leo had seen Tank fix a gutter, drop off food at the 
town’s food depository and offer his services to drive an 
elderly man to his doctor’s appointment. 

Tank was so damn nice it was starting to give Leo a 
complex. It simply wasn’t normal for someone of Tank’s 
stature and passion to be so...Mr. Rogers on the inside. 
But, man, could that guy fuck. How Tank managed to 


function at a full-time job after spending the majority of 


the night fucking, Leo had no idea. Not that he was 
complaining. 
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Leo had it lucky. He could stay up all night with 

Tank and sleep all day in his motorhome currently parked 
beside the house. Without even thinking about it, Leo 
lifted the near-empty water bucket out of Buttercup’s stall 
and carried it to the pump. Once the bucket was full of 
clean water and placed back into the stall, Leo went 
exploring. He’d seen Tank give the horse grain, but 
wasn’t sure where he got it. 

After nosing around for several minutes, Leo found a 
room with a saddle, leather things, which looked like they 
could be fun to play with, and a couple of heavy-duty 
plastic bins. He opened the first bin and found what he’d 
been looking for. Of course the next question was how 
much to feed a horse. 

Leo considered the size of the animal before filling a 


nearby bucket. He carried the grain to Buttercup’s stall 


and attached it to the wall the way he’d seen Tank do. 
Hay. Leo seemed to remember something about flakes of 
hay, but he didn’t have a clue what that meant. Never in 
his life had he lifted a bale of hay but it looked heavy. Leo 
was thankful there were a couple of bales stacked close 
enough to the stall to drag it over. He used a nearby stool 
to prop open the stall door before he started to drag one of 
the bales over. 

Once the heavy bale was in the stall, Leo looked 

around for something to cut the prickly twine. He spotted 
a file of some sort hanging on the wall and snatched it up. 
While sawing his way through the string, a mouse came 
out of nowhere, nearly climbing Leo’s arm. 

A scream burst from his lungs as he jumped back. He 

hit his elbow on the side of the stall and the file went 
Sailing into the air, striking Buttercup on the hip. The 

38 

Carol Lynne 

usually calm animal reared up and bolted toward the 


open door. Leo did his best to lunge for the opening, but 


the horse beat him to it. 

“Oh, my God, what have | done?” he cried, holding 

his elbow. Not only had he lost Tank’s beloved pet, but if 
he wasn’t mistaken, he’d also seriously fucked up his 
elbow. 

Leo got to his feet and made his way out of the barn. 
“Buttercup,” he called, hoping horses responded like 
well-trained dogs. With the sun setting, he knew he 
needed help. 

He walked to his motorhome and found the slip of 
paper he’d written the hardware store’s number on. A 
quick glance at the clock and Leo knew Tank still had an 
hour of work before his day ended. Would Leo calling get 
him in trouble? 

In the end he decided it couldn’t be helped. He 

picked up his cell phone and called the store. 
“McCurdy’s,” Tank answered. 

“I’m so sorry. | was trying to help, and | was feeding 
Buttercup and then | was pulling the hay over and this 


mouse jumped out at me and | went flying and | hurt my 


elbow.” Leo was forced to stop and take a breath. 

“Calm down,” Tank urged. “Tell me about your 

elbow.” 

“My elbow’s not important.” Leo took another deep 
breath. “Buttercup got out of the barn.” 

“It'll be okay, just relax and stay put. l'Il be home in 

ten minutes.” 

After Tank hung up, Leo took a long-sleeved shirt 

out of his dresser drawer and fashioned a mock-sling. He 
knew he didn’t have time to worry about himself when 
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Buttercup could be making her way to the highway. He 
stared at the driver’s seat, wondering if he should try to go 
after her. 

“No.” Tank specifically told him to stay put. Leo 

opened the door and walked back outside into the cool 
evening air. “Buttercup,” he called again. 


KKK 


Tank sped toward home worried more about Leo than 


Buttercup. His horse had run off more than once. He 
usually found her down in the gulley near the creek. Truth 
be told, Buttercup would probably be safe until morning. 
However, from the way Leo had reacted to losing her, 
Tank knew it was imperative he get the horse home safely 
as soon as possible. 

Tank came to a stop next to Leo’s motorhome and 
jumped out. “Leo,” he yelled. 

“Right here,” Leo came around the corner of the 

barn. “I thought maybe I’d get lucky and she’d wander 
home if | kept calling her but no luck.” 

Tank had to fight to keep the smile off his face as he 
headed toward Leo. When Leo passed under the light over 
the barn door, Tank got his first good look at Leo’s 
injuries. “Oh, hell.” He took off at a faster clip until he 
stood in front of the man that had warmed his bed for 
almost two weeks. 

Not only was Leo’s arm in a Sling, but a thin rivulet 

of dried blood marred the side of his handsome face. 


“Come up to the house,” Tank ordered. 


“I’m fine for now. Let’s go find Buttercup.” 

Tank opened his mouth to argue but snapped it shut 
when it became obvious he couldn’t win. “Okay, I'll 

make you a deal. You go inside and take care of that cut 
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on your head, and l'Il go fetch Buttercup. But first, let me 
see that arm.” Tank turned Leo around and carefully 
removed the sling. It didn’t take an x-ray to see the 
problem. “It’s broke. We need to get you to the hospital in 
Fort Dodge before we do anything else.” 

Leo started to shake his head, but Tank stopped him 

with a quick kiss. “I’ve no doubt Buttercups drinking cold 
water at the stream. She’ll keep until we get back,” Tank 
told him. 

“Please,” Leo said. “It’s all my fault she got out. My 
elbow hurts, but it’s not like my guts are threatening to 
spill out like the last time.” His eyes rounded as soon as 
he’d said the words. “Shit, sorry, | didn’t mean to bring 


that up.” 


Tank brushed Leo’s cheek with the back of his 

fingers. He did his best not to imagine Leo lying on the 
sidewalk with a knife wound to the stomach. “Don’t 
apologize. | know I get tense when you mention New 
York, but that’s only because I’m afraid you’re going to 
start missing it and leave me.” 

Leo shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere at the 
moment, not even the hospital.” He shoved against Tank’s 
chest with his good arm. “Now go find your horse.” 

Tank started toward the back pasture but stopped and 
turned around. “By the way, do you realize you did 
something nice for me tonight without me asking you for 
it?” 

“Yeah, and | fucked it up,” Leo shot back. 

“It’s a Start.” Tank turned back around and took off at 

a jog. He might not have enough sand to build his castle 
yet, but the base of the structure already felt more solid 
than it had when he’d left for work. 
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Once Tank had got Leo home and tucked into bed, it 
was almost time to go to work again. He sat on the bed 
beside a sleeping Leo and wondered how he could 
possibly live without him. 

It had taken a week for Leo to firmly settle under 

Tank’s skin, and he doubted he’d recover from the loss 
like he had with Dave. At least the full splint prohibited 
Leo from driving the motorhome back to New York 
anytime soon. 

According to the doctor, Leo could expect at least 

four to six weeks of restricted movement, which meant 
Tank had at least a month to teach Leo what it meant to 
be part of a real community. It was Tank’s only hope in 
convincing Leo to forget his life in New York and stay in 
Destiny. 

Leo winced as he tried to roll to his side. Despite all 

the painkillers the hospital had given him, it was obvious 
Leo still hurt. 

Tank never missed work, but he knew he couldn’t 


just leave Leo to fend for himself all day. He considered 


calling in. lan would give him the day off, no doubt about 
it, but there were so many things his boss wasn’t able to 
do anymore. It was delivery day at the store. Tank tried to 
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imagine lan unloading the heavy boxes. No, Tank 
wouldn’t be able to live with himself if lan got hurt. 

Mom. Not only would his mom take good care of 

Leo, but also it would give Leo a chance to get to know 
someone other than Tank. “Perfect.” 

Tank went to the kitchen and picked up the phone. 

The darkness out the window reminded him of the early 
hour. He set the phone down and walked out of the house. 
He’d get his chores done first. Maybe if he finished 
quickly enough he could grab an hour’s nap in his chair 
before going to work. 

KK KK 

Leo was slow to wake up. Forgetting his injury, he 

started to stretch his arms over his head. “Fuck!” he 


yelled as pain shot through his arm. He heard sounds 


coming from the kitchen. “Tank,” he hollered. 

Several moments later, a woman stood in the 

doorway. Leo recognized Tank’s mother from the photos 
spread around the house. He sat up and made sure the 
blanket covered all his dangly bits. 

“Tank said to give you these when you wake up.” 

She smiled. “I’m Evelyn, Tank’s mom.” 

“I’m Leo. Nice to meet you, Evelyn.” Leo took the 

pills and popped them into his mouth before reaching for 
the glass of water she still held. “Thanks.” He set the 
glass on the bedside table. “Where’s Tank?” 

“Work.” She set a sandwich on the bedside table. 

“You should eat that. It’s not good to take medicine on an 
empty stomach.” 

Leo glanced at the sandwich. “Maybe later if | start 
feeling queasy.” 
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Evelyn surprised Leo by sitting on the end of the bed. 


She fussed with the blanket for a few moments before 


looking at Leo. “I Knew my son was keeping a secret, but 
| had no idea he was falling in love.” 

“Oh, he’s not. We’ve only known each other for 

eleven days.” Leo was grateful Evelyn hadn’t asked him 
about his feelings for Tank. 

Evelyn made a sound that Leo wasn’t sure how to 

take. “Anyway, he asked me to sit with you today in case 
you needed something.” 

“You don’t have to do that.” Leo thought about his 

long hospital stay. Not once did he have anyone sit with 
him, and he healed just fine. 

“Yes, | do. Tank’s a giver, always has been. He 

rarely asks anyone for help, so when he does, it’s 
important.” Evelyn clasped her hands in her lap. “So tell 
me something about yourself. Where’re you from?” 

“I have a home in Manhattan, but | was born in the 
Bronx.” Leo had never been questioned by a lover’s 
mother before. Hell, to be honest, he didn’t have much 
experience with mothers. 


“What is it you do there?” 


“I’m an investment planner.” 

Evelyn’s eyes lit up. “A college boy. | really wanted 

Tank to go to college. He was offered a full-ride football 
scholarship from several schools, you know.” 

“No, sorry, | didn’t know that.” Leo wondered why 

Tank had never mentioned it. “Was he injured?” 

“Oh, heavens no. Tank’s as healthy as they come. He 
just refused to go. Said he already had a job he loved right 
here on the farm. Secretly | think he didn’t want to move 
away from Destiny. This town holds a very special place 
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in his heart.” She shook her head. “Such a shame. He’s 
incredibly intelligent.” 

“A college degree isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Leo 
Said in an effort to defend Tank’s choice. “I know a lot of 
graduates who can’t find jobs.” 

“How did your mother convince you to go to 

college?” 


“She didn’t. My mom died of breast cancer when | 


was barely walking. It was my decision to go to school.” 
Evelyn’s hand flew up to cover her mouth. “I’m 

sorry. | shouldn’t have asked.” 

Leo shook his head. “Don’t be. | don’t remember her, 

so it doesn’t hurt to talk about her.” 

“I’ve come to terms with Tank’s choices in life. | 

mean, if he’d gone to college, he wouldn’t still be in 
Destiny. Not much for a professional man to do here.” 
Leo nodded. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that.” The town 

only had one bank and about a dozen other businesses. 
He’d even given some thought to staying around Destiny 
in order to be close to Tank, but he seriously doubted the 
town needed an investment planner. 

The painkillers didn’t take long to kick in and before 

he knew it, Leo could barely keep his eyes open. As he 
gave in and let his eyes drift shut, he felt Evelyn pat his 
leg. 

“You sleep. I’m in the middle of making a big batch 

of stew for you boys to have for dinner.” 


Leo grinned. He hadn’t been referred to as a boy in 


years. Perhaps it was another of those mother things he 
wasn’t used to. 

kkk 
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Tank finished his chores and rubbed Buttercup 

between the eyes. “See you in the morning, ole girl.” 

He shut and latched the barn door before jogging 
toward the house. The wonderful smell of dinner hit him 
the moment he stepped inside the kitchen door. His mom 
was sitting at the table, playing solitaire. “How’s he 
doing?” he asked, stopping to kiss her on the cheek. 

“He slept most of the day, but | managed to get him 

to eat a sandwich at lunchtime.” Evelyn glanced up from 
her card game. “I saw your truck pull in thirty minutes 
ago. What’s taken you so long to come in and check on 
him?” 

“I knew once | was in, | wouldn’t want to go out 

again.” Tank took off his jacket and hung it on the hook 


by the door before starting on his boots. He knew it was 


just a matter of time before his mom gave him her opinion 
about Leo. 

“He’s a nice man,” she finally said. 

“I think so,” Tank agreed. 

Evelyn gathered the cards on the table into a pile. 

“He’s not the kind of man who would be happy in a town 
the size of Destiny. | hope you’re not setting yourself up 
for heartache.” 

Too late. “Vve got another month before he leaves. 

l'Il figure something out.” Tank refused to give Leo up 
without a fight. “I can’t explain it, Mom, but | feel like 
he’s the one I’ve been waiting for.” He shrugged. He 
wasn’t used to talking about his emotions, especially with 
his mother, but he needed to get the words out. “I’m in 
love with him.” 

A wistful expression crossed Evelyn's face. “If only 

it were that easy. Love is only the beginning, baby. | 
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loved your father, but we wanted different things out of 


life.” 

“You didn’t like living on the farm?” Tank had 

always wondered what had gone wrong with his parents’ 
marriage, but he’d never dared to ask. 

“Oh, | liked the farm okay. It was the hours your 

father put in to run it that | had a problem with. | wanted a 
husband, and he wanted a cook and housekeeper.” Evelyn 
wrapped a rubber band around the cards before putting 
them back into the drawer. She glanced over her shoulder 
at Tank. “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” Nothing his mom could say would 

change his feelings towards his dad, and they both knew 
it. 

Evelyn walked over and kissed her son’s cheek. “I 

love you.” 

Tank gave his mom a hug. “Love you too, Mom.” 

“Well, guess I’d better get home and feed lan.” She 
started to pull away, but Tank continued to hold on. 

“Are you happy with lan?” he had to ask. 


Evelyn smiled. “I’m content. | may not have the life 


I’ve always wanted, but at least | Know how much lan 
loves me. It’s enough.” 

Is it? Tank kissed his mom’s forehead and released 

her. “Thanks for sitting with Leo today.” 

“It was my pleasure.” Evelyn met Tank’s gaze. 

“Honest, | really do like him. If you can find something 
here to give him purpose other than your love, you might 
have a chance.” 

Tank sighed. What else did he have to give? Hell, he 
was barely making ends meet as it was. It wasn’t like he 
could ask Leo to help him with investment advice. He 
47 

Building Sandcastles 

didn’t have two nickels to rub together by the end of the 
week, let alone extra to gamble with. He watched his 
mom put on her coat and leave the house. 

Tank shook off his melancholy mood as he walked to 

the bedroom. He was surprised to find Leo wide-awake 
when he entered the room. “How’re you feeling?” 


“Better.” Leo maneuvered himself to a sitting 


position. “Did your mom leave?” 

“Yeah, just now.” Tank stared at the blanket covering 
Leo’s nakedness. “You hungry?” 

Leo moved the cover aside, showing Tank his 

erection. “Starving. I’ve had nothing but crazy sex dreams 
about you all day. | didn’t dare get out of bed for fear that 
your mom would come in and think | was some kind of 
pervert.” 

Laughing, Tank neared the bed. “I'd love to join you, 

but | don’t think you’re up to it.” 

Leo glanced at his splinted arm propped up on two 
pillows. “My arm may be fucked up, but the rest of me 
works just fine.” He reached down with his good hand 
and stroked his cock from base to tip. “See?” 

Tank couldn’t get naked fast enough. After tossing 

the last of his clothes onto the floor, he crawled into bed. 
He snuggled against Leo and groaned. “You’re so warm.” 
He ran his palm across Leo’s stomach before moving 
down to the red patch of pubic hair. His fingers played 


with the short curls, occasionally drifting to the base of 


Leo’s cock. “Tell me about one of your dreams.” 

Leo flushed, his pale skin taking on a pink hue. 

“They were just stupid fantasy shit that didn’t really make 
any sense.” He wrapped his hand around Tank’s cock. 
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“Okay, so tell me one of the stupid fantasies?” Tank 
asked. 

Leo shook his head. “They were really stupid.” 

“I like stupid,” Tank urged. “Please. Just tell me one. 
That’s all | ask.” 

Leo sighed and released Tank’s cock. “Fine, but 

don’t say | didn’t warn you.” 

“| won’t.” 

“I guess the one | remember most was the New York 
one. We were at my condo really going at it, fucking like 
we did that first night, ya know?” 

Tank grinned. “Yeah, | remember.” 

“Right, so we were fucking and all of a sudden you 


started to grow. Suddenly you were huge like King Kong 


or something. Next thing | know you’re hanging onto the 
Empire State Building with me in your hand.” He looked 
at Tank. “Just like in the movie, ya know? Anyway, | 
started to cry because | knew you didn’t belong there. | 
started begging you to leave before they shot you, but you 
wouldn’t go.” 

By the time Leo finished, his cock had deflated. Tank 
wrapped the flaccid member in his hand and gently 
rubbed the sensitive skin with his thumb. “So | guess you 
don’t think I’d fit in your world.” 

Leo shook his head. “I wouldn’t even let you try.” 

Tank’s spirits sank. 

“No, no.” Leo sat up and loomed over Tank. “There’s 

a sweet innocence about you that I’ve never encountered 
before. New York would change you. Believe me, it 
would.” 
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Tank decided to ask the question he’d put off long 


enough. “Would you ever consider staying here, with 


me?” 

“And do what? Do you know of any millionaires who 

need help with their investment strategies?” 

“No,” he mumbled. “I may be from lowa, but I still 

know what the Internet is. Do you have to be in New 

York to do business with your clients?” 

“The actual work is done online, but a big part of my 

job is attracting new clients and maintaining relationships 
with the established ones. | have to be in the position to 
go to parties and take clients to dinner. | can’t really do 
that from here.” 

Tank scratched his beard. “I don’t want to sound like 

an asshole, but aren’t these the same guys who left you 
alone at the hospital?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you really think they deserve to be taken out to 
dinner? | mean, if it were me, I’d put my talents to use for 
people who could really use them. You never know, 
maybe you can use your skills to do something really 


good.” 


“Like what?” Leo asked. 

“| don’t know. You're the one with the degree. Just 
promise me you'll think about it?” 

“lII think about it,” Leo whispered, a moment before 
leaning in for a kiss. 
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Leo eased down on the mattress, taking Tank with 

him. Kissing Tank had become like breathing, so how 
could he ever think of returning to his old life? Tank’s 
hands roamed his body, seeking out his most sensitive 
spots. How quickly Tank had learned his hot buttons. 
Tank broke the kiss and began to lick his way down 
Leo’s body. Despite his physical reaction, Leo couldn’t 
get his mind to let go of their earlier conversation. What 
could he possibly do if he wasn’t making millions for 
people who didn’t need the money in the first place? 

An idea came to him just as Tank’s mouth engulfed 

his cock. Leo threaded his fingers through Tank’s hair and 


forgot about everything but the warmth working up and 


down his cock. He let go of Tank’s hair and used his free 
arm to readjust the pillows under his splint. 

Tank released Leo’s cock. “Am | hurting you?” 

“Not at all. | just needed to make room for me to do 

this.” Leo spread his legs further apart and planted his feet 
on the mattress. “I’ve got an itch that needs scratching.” 
Tank grinned and rubbed his beard down the crack of 
Leo’s ass. There was something so raw about the brush of 
whiskers against his bare skin. It had become an integral 
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part of their lovemaking, and something Leo didn’t want 
to live without. 

Leo stared down at Tank. “lIl find a way to stay,” he 
confessed. 

“Really?” Tank lifted his head and replaced his chin 

with his finger, slowly opening Leo’s hole. 

“Only if you promise to show me how to build a 
sandcastle.” Leo hadn’t stopped thinking about Tank’s 


statement their first night together. Each time Leo 


questioned Tank about it, he’d brushed him off, but he’d 
Slowly begun to understand. 

“We're already building it,” Tank declared. He 

moved up to lie on top of Leo, mindful of the pile of 
pillows holding up Leo’s arm, and stared down into his 
eyes. “I don’t want to freak you out, but | love you.” 

Leo wrapped his legs around Tank. “You’d damn 

well better if I’m going to give up a sweet penthouse in 
Manhattan for a farm in lowa.” 

Tank reached to the bedside drawer and removed the 
needed supplies. “I have a feeling | Know how to make it 
worth your while.” 

“Really? And how will you do that?” Leo gasped at 

the sweet invasion of Tank’s cock. 

“Shut up and l'Il show you.” Tank rocked his hips, 
inserting his sheathed cock inside Leo an inch at a time. 
Once he was fully seated, he stared down at Leo. “You 
haven’t told me. Do you love me?” 

“| would tell you, but you told me to shut up,” Leo 


teased while willing his body to relax. 


Tank pumped his hips, driving himself deeper; 
something Leo didn’t think was possible. “Tell me.” 
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“Finish what you've started first,” Leo urged. His 

body felt like it was on fire. 

Tank withdrew his cock before slamming back 

inside. 

“Ahhh,” Leo groaned, bucking up against Tank. He 
started to wrap his arms around Tank’s back, but pain 
shot through him. “Fuck! | feel like I’m tied to the bed.” 
Tank continued to piston in and out of Leo’s body. 

“We can arrange that.” 

Leo considered it fora moment, but he doubted it 
would be something he could handle. Only being able to 
touch Tank with one hand was torture enough. “I don’t 
think so.” He ran his fingers through the thick mat of hair 
on Tank’s chest. “I love touching you.” 

Tank braced himself on one arm while his hand 


wrapped around Leo’s cock. “I like touching you too,” he 


panted. 

The pressure to his cock was just what Leo needed. 

His body jerked with the force of his climax. Despite the 
constant discomfort from his injury, Leo let pleasure wash 
over him, forgetting everything but the man fucking him. 
“l’m—l'm...” Tank’s gruff voice died off as he 

came. 

Leo pulled Tank down into a kiss. It was sloppy and 

they were both panting, but it was the best kiss Leo had 
ever experienced. Tank loved him. He suddenly realized 
he wasn’t giving up his old life, he was finally living life. 
He broke the kiss and settled Tank beside him. “Did | tell 
you | died the night | was mugged?” 

Tank paused in the process of removing the used 
condom. “What’re you talking about?” 
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“My heart stopped. | remember watching myself 

from above as the doctors worked to bring me back.” It 


was hard for Leo to talk about, but he felt it was 


important. “I begged for my life. When | woke up in the 
ICU, | was thankful I’d been saved.” 

“I'm thankful,” Tank added, curling himself around 

Leo. 

Leo took a deep breath. The hardest thing to admit 

was yet to come. “It wasn’t until | was released from the 
hospital that | realized | had everything I’d thought | 
wanted, but nothing that | needed. So | left everything and 
went in search of myself.” 

“And then your new motorhome developed a leaky 
faucet.” Tank shook his head. “I can’t believe that stupid 
washer brought you into my life.” 

“See, that’s the thing. That faucet started leaking 

about a month after | left New York. So why did | 
suddenly decide to do something about it the moment | 
saw the exit sign for Destiny?” 

“Because you knew a big bear wearing flannel and an 
apron was waiting for you?” Tank teased, rubbing his 
beard across Leo’s right nipple. 


Despite Tank’s teasing, Leo believed he was guided 


to Destiny by some unseen force. “Maybe.” He ran his 
fingertips through Tank’s thick black whiskers. “Have | 
told you lately how much | love this beard?” 

Tank chuckled. “A time or two. Although you'll have 

to get used to seeing me without it this summer. It’s too 
damn hot around here to keep it.” 

“I’m sure l'Il manage.” 

KK KK 
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Leo sang along to the radio as he drove himself home 
from the doctor’s office. He felt really good for the first 
time in his life. Since he’d made the decision to stay in 
Destiny, Leo’s life had become so much richer. His 
income had been cut drastically, but he had more than 
enough to keep himself and Tank in comfort for the rest 
of their lives. 

It hadn’t been easy, but he’d managed to convince 
Tank to quit his job at the hardware store. Tank had tried 


to argue that farm work was almost non-existent in the 


winter, but Leo had used guilt as his weapon of choice. 
He’d explained that if Frank were given the job at the 
store, he’d not only be able to save his farm, but give his 
oldest son financial help for college when the time came. 
Tank gave in with one condition. He asked Leo to use 

his planning skills to help other people in town who were 
in dire financial situations. It had been a hard sell at first. 
Leo wasn’t used to giving people advice for free, but 
when he’d helped with Destiny’s weekend clean-up, he’d 
been impressed with the work the townspeople had 
performed. 

Going old school, Leo had bartered his services. 

Again, Tank protested at first, but soon agreed he could 
use the help around the ranch. So, not only was the house 
in the process of being painted, but they had a freezer full 
of grain-fed beef. Thank God. Leo had eaten enough 
venison to last a lifetime. 

He pulled his new pickup into the driveway and 

whistled. “That’s what I’m talking about.” Painted a light 


tan, the house already looked different. With his back to 


Leo, Tank was on a ladder finishing the dark green trim. 
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Leo honked as he parked. “Looks fantastic,” he said, 
getting out of the truck. 

Tank set the bucket of paint on the slanted roof of the 
front porch before climbing down the ladder. He turned to 
face Leo and smiled. 

Leo grabbed his chest and took a step back. Gone 

was the bushy beard that had hidden Tank’s handsome 
face. But it wasn’t the good looks that had shocked him. 
He stared up into Tank’s dark eyes. 

| know this face. Leo swallowed around the lump in 

his throat. He cupped Tank’s newly shorn chin in his 
hands, remembering the stranger who had stared at him 
through the window in the operating room door. He knew 
Tank had never been to New York, so how was it 
possible? Had his brush with death shown him a glimpse 
of his future? Although he knew he would never know the 


answers to his questions, he couldn’t help but feel there 


was a greater power at play in his split-second decision to 
get off the highway at a small town called Destiny. Tears 
filled Leo’s eyes as he struggled to catch his breath. 

With a worried expression, Tank wrapped his arms 

around Leo. “What’s wrong?” 

Leo closed his eyes as he pressed his cheek against 
Tank’s chest. “It just all makes sense now.” Why he’d 
stopped in Destiny, why he felt the instant connection 
with Tank, and why he fell in love so quickly. 

“What makes sense? | don’t understand.” 

Leo turned his head to kiss Tank’s chest. The fact 

that it had been Tank he’d begged for his life in the OR 
was something that would take a while to digest before he 
Shared it with Tank. Glancing back at the house, he 
gestured to the newly painted walls. He hadn’t realized 
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when he’d chosen the color what he was subconsciously 
doing. “This is our sandcastle.” 
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